PRINTING VIA E-COMMERCE METHOD AND SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

A system for marketing, selling, and executing full color printing services 
using customer created digital graphic layout or image files, and particularly a system for 
use in electronic communications in which the customer can instantaneously receive a 
price quote. 

Full color printing has been the traditional means for producing high 
quality color printing. In its most common form, this is a light-subtractive process in 
which a separate plate or mask is created for four colors: cyan, magenta, yellow, and 
black. Thus, full color printing is also known as four-color printing or CMYK. The four 
colors are then used to produce full color printing. Other known full color printing 
systems include, but are not limited to, six-color printing, eight-color printing, and spot 
color printing. Typically full color printing recreates a desired image on paper using a 
printing press. 

Many common graphic computer applications used by nonprofessionals, 
including but not limited to MICROSOFT WORD™ and MICROSOFT PUBLISHER™, 
are RGB-only graphic computer applications. RGB is a light-additive process in which 
red, green, and blue light is added to a palate to produce complex colors. Most RGB-only 
graphic computer applications do not allow images to be saved in a format that is 
compatible with full color printing. In fact, by definition, RGB-only graphic computer 
applications do not produce full color printing because they do not have an RGB to full 
color printing-separation module in their print engines. Most RGB-only graphic 
computer applications actually state explicitly that they are unable to provide files 
suitable for commercial full color printing. In order to have an RGB image produced on 
a full color printing system, the RGB image must generally be recreated on a full color 
printing-compatible system. This recreation generally entails additional expense and 
delay in producing the printed copies. 
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Further, even for computer software applications that do allow output to a 
file that is compatible with full color printing, not all process color printers are equipped 
to handle all types of electronic images. Accordingly, a person in a particular location 
may still be faced with having the image manually redrawn or otherwise converted into a 
format that is compatible v/ith a particular printer's full color printing system. 

The majority of printing service providers who will accept full color 
printing orders that are in RGB -only format are confined to primitive conversion 
techniques. And the vast majority of commercial print providers simply refuse to offer 
any services for those types of files because the conversion process cannot be done easily 
or economically for entire pages of complex design work such as one would get from a 
page layout program. The vast majority of programs on the market do not have a full 
color printing- separation module, and until recently, printing from these RGB programs 
using full color printing was either very difficult or impossible. When it was possible it 
entailed a variety of rather clumsy transitional stages using very expensive computer 
programs and techniques. And the results were often wanting in quality. 

Printing services advertised over the Internet generally require that a 
customer submit specifications for the desired product and services using e-mail or the 
telephone. After the printing service provider receives the data and calculates a price 
quote, the printing service provider returns the price quote to the customer. This process 
involves delays of hours or days. Further, if the customer wants to make changes to their 
specifications, the lengthy process begins again. Alternatively, printing service providers 
post complicated pricing lists for specific products and services. These lists are limited in 
scope and require the customer to complete complicated computations. 

Accordingly, there exists a need for a printing service that can produce full 
color printed materials using input from RGB-only graphic computer applications and 
other software applications that do not have an inherent ability to produce output in full 
color printing formats. Further, there exists a need for offering such services in a way 
that allows customers in any location to make use of them in an efficient and cost- 
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effective manner. Finally, there exists a need for allowing customers to quickly, 
accurately, and repetitively determine a price quote for desired products and services. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention addresses the above problems by providing a system 
for electronically transmitting images in formats, including but not limited to those 
produced by RGB-only graphic computer applications, to a remote location where such 
images are processed and used in full color printing without the delay or expense of 
having the images recreated. The system also allows customers to quickly, accurately, 
and repetitively determine a price quote for desired products and services. 

One preferred embodiment of the method of obtaining and processing 
orders for full color printing of the present invention includes supplying a customer with 
a job configuration and price calculator (pricing engine) in which the customer is able to 
select or fill in job configuration information. Substantially instantaneously and 
automatically, the pricing engine calculates and automatically displays a price quote. 
When the customer has determined a final configuration, the customer provides the job 
specifications, the digital graphic layout or image file, and its relevant information to the 
printing service provider. Preferably, the file is then converted and/or prepared for 
process color printing, proofed, printed, and delivered to the customer. 

The simplicity of the system of the present invention allows for lower 
overhead than other currently available systems. Specifically, in one preferred 
embodiment of the system, major costly elements of the traditional process, including but 
not limited to price estimators, sales agents, hard copy proofs, press checks, and 
accounts-receivable bookkeeping expenses, have been eliminated. The cost savings can 
be passed to the customer. 

The foregoing and other objectives, features, and advantages of the 
invention will be more readily understood upon consideration of the following detailed 
description of the invention, taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL VIEWS OF THE DRAWING 

FIGS. 1 A- IB are a flow chart of an exemplary embodiment of the system 

for transacting a printing job of the present invention. 

FIGS. 2-7 are exemplary embodiments of customer printing-option order 

interfaces. 

FIGS. 8-10 are alternate exemplary embodiments of customer printing- 
option order interfaces. 

FIGS. 1 1-13 are exemplary embodiments of customer proofing interfaces. 
FIG 14 is an exemplary embodiment of dynamically-generated HTML job 

ticket. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to a method and apparatus for producing 
full color printed pieces using a commercial offset lithographic printing press, digital 
press, or digital printer from images created using graphic computer programs that create 
RGB color space or other nonstandard format electronic images. One preferred 
embodiment includes a pricing calculator or pricing engine in which a customer can 
select job configuration options and a price will be automatically and substantially 
instantaneously calculated and displayed. In one preferred embodiment, a customer is 
able to completely transact a printing job from a distant or remote location, using a 
variety of electronic file formats, and ultimately receive the order without ever having to 
leave his home or local place of business. Such a system provides enormous benefits to 
small and midsize customers that do not have established relationships with local printing 
service providers or to those customers that request their orders from remote or outlying 
areas where there are no local printing service providers. The present invention also 
allows previously created content to be used to directly generate full color printing. 

The basic steps of one preferred embodiment of the present invention are 
shown in FIGS. 1 A- IB. Specifically, a customer creates a digital graphic layout or image 
file in any electronic file format 20. Then the customer connects to the service provider's 
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Web site 22. In one preferred embodiment, the customer downloads a Web page that 
includes a JAVASCRIPT™ pricing engine. The pricing engine has several spaces that 
allow a customer to select printing configurations (folding, coating, etc.) and, in some 
cases, enter information (quantity, identifying information, etc.) 24. As the customer 
5 selects each configuration option, the pricing engine automatically and substantially 
instantaneously calculates a price quote 26 and then automatically and substantially 
instantaneously displays the calculated price quote 28. The customer is able to change 
configuration options until he decides the configuration is final 30. The customer then 
forwards his job specifications, the digital graphic layout or image file, and his 
10 information to the printing service provider 32. The service provider prepares the digital 
graphic layout or image file for full color printing 34. The service provider then creates 
[O and submits a proof of the prepared file for the customer to approve 36, 38. If minor 

U changes are needed, the service provider makes the requested changes 40 and prepares 

if and resubmits the proof 34, 36, 38. On the other hand, if substantial changes are needed, 

CD 15 the process may be ended 42. If, however, the proof is satisfactory, the customer 

3 

Jg approves the proof 39 and final preparations are made for print production 44. Finally, 

rf, the printing service provider prints and delivers the finalized full color printing to the 

□ customer 46. These steps are explained in greater detail below. 

q As shown in FIGS. 1 A- IB, a customer preferably first creates a graphic 

^ 20 layout or image file in any electronic format 20, including but not limited to those of 
RGB-only graphic computer applications. Formats known to be compatible include 
MICROSOFT WORD™, MICROSOFT PUBLISHER™, ADOBE ACROBAT™, and 
PAGE MAKER™. A variety of other graphics programs will also be compatible with 
the invention. 

25 Next the customer connects to a printing service provider's Web site or 

other customer interface 22, usually from a remote terminal. In one preferred 
embodiment, the customer uses a standard home or office computer to electronically 
connect with the printing service provider through an Internet Web site or through e-mail. 
Companies that have LANS or WANS, however, could implement this invention over 
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their network. Further, dedicated Internet machines or "WEB TV's" could be used in 
place of traditional computer terminals. If an Internet Web site is used, a home page, 
such as those shown in FIGS. 2 and 8, provides an initial point of contact. The home 
page may include several screens of information regarding the process as well as links to 
5 other aspects of the invention. 

In one preferred embodiment of the present invention, the customer 
accesses or downloads a pricing engine in which he is able to automatically and 
substantially instantaneously receive a price quote based on selected or input 
configuration options 24, 26, 28. Preferably, this is an interactive process in which the 
10 customer selects configuration options 24, the pricing engine calculates the price quote 
— instantaneously as the customer selects the configuration 26, and the price quote is 

; J3 displayed for the customer 28. These steps are accomplished almost instantaneously and 

preferably without having to query the service provider's server. For example, when the 
2J customer inputs the quantity and selects "calculate price" (FIGS. 4, 9 A, and 10), the 

ill 15 pricing engine or mechanism updates quotes on such items as the total printing price, 

□ 

price per piece, shipping price, and total print-job price. These steps may be repeated 
I s *! based on multiple sets of desired printing options. Only when a customer has determined 

□ that the configuration is final 30 does the customer continue with the process. In other 

words, if the quote is not satisfactory 30, the customer could change his configuration 
9 20 options and automatically receive a new price quote. On the other hand, if the price quote 
is satisfactory 30, the customer would continue with the process. 

FIGS. 2-7 show one preferred system of allowing a customer to submit 
configuration options. FIGS. 8-10 show an alternate preferred system of allowing a 
customer to submit configuration options. Specifically, these figures show exemplary 
25 Internet Web-based print-order interfaces. In these embodiments, the entire order-taking 
mechanism is distilled onto one easy-to-understand, simply worded, moderate sized Web 
page. Preferably the options are graphic or icon-based. For example, as shown in FIG. 4, 
the customer may click on one of three types of folds that are shown graphically. FIG. 
9A shows an alternate method of showing the graphic in which clicking on the 
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appropriate word description changes the graphic to show the selected option. The print 
options may be limited to avoid information overload but are preferably flexible enough 
to allow a customer to produce the majority of the types of print projects. Some available 
options include but are not limited to sheet dimensions (FIGS. 3 and 8), printing on one 
5 side or both sides (FIGS. 3, 9A, and 10), color options (FIGS. 9A and 10), paper options 
(FIGS. 9 A and 10), coating options (FIGS. 9 A and 10), normal versus rush handling 
(FIG. 10), quantity desired (FIGS. 4, 9A, and 10), folding options (FIGS. 4 and 9A), 
proofing options (FIGS. 5 and 9 A), and number of pages desired in a catalog (not shown). 
The customer may also input shipping information (FIGS. 6 and 9B), contact 
10 information (FIGS. 6 and 9B), and billing information (FIGS. 6 and 9B). Finally, the 

customer selects the project file (FIGS. 6 and 9B) residing on his hard disk (or submitted 
\Q in an alternate format or as a previous order) that contains the electronic image or layout 

'(2 to be printed. The submitted information is preferably entered into a customer database 

;2 via an encrypted, secure Web transaction. 

ijl 1 5 The present invention may include the optional step (not shown) of 

"7* requesting a scheduling quote. Like requesting the price quote, the customer could input 

O desired options and request a quote. The service provider's CPU would then calculate the 

□ scheduling quote and transmit it to the customer. Like the price quote, one preferred 

;<S embodiment of the invention would have an automatic and instantaneous scheduling 

j ^ 20 quote. 

Once the configuration is final, the next step is for the customer to submit 
the digital graphic layout or image file and the desired print options to the printing service 
provider 32. In one embodiment this is sent over the Internet. The customer can 
"browse" his own hard disk to find the project file containing the electronic image or 
25 layout. After the file is selected, the file upload mechanism waits until the customer 
selects "send order." Preferably, if the customer has neglected to fill in any required 
information, he immediately receives feedback to that effect and the processing process 
of his job is delayed. Because this is (preferably) a secure commerce server, all the 
information and data is encrypted during transport over the network. In addition to 
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transmitting the information over an electronic communication medium such as an 
Internet Web site, e-mail, LAN, or WAN, traditional transmittal methods, including but 
not limited to ground-based mail service, and air-based mail service, could be used for 
transmitting data and/or the information. 
5 Upon submission of the order, the customer's project file is uploaded to 

the printing service provider's server. The order information is written to a database on 
the server. The service provider is also notified of the new order, preferably by electronic 
communication such as e-mail. 

The printing service provider then prepares the digital graphic layout or 

10 image file for full color printing 34. Depending on the file format of the digital graphic 
layout or image file (project file), the preparation may require the printing service 
provider to convert the project file into a format compatible with its full color printing 
system. This may mean that the project file will have to be manipulated before it can be 
used in full color printing. The high-end page layout programs have a process color 

15 separation module built into their print engines. Exemplary high-end page layout 

programs include but are not limited to ADOBE PHOTOSHOP™, QUARK XPRESS™, 
and PAGEMAKER™. Digital graphic layout or image files created in these programs 
will generally need little or no preparation for full color printing. 

On the other hand, most common graphic computer applications used by 

20 nonprofessionals, including but not limited to MICROSOFT WORD™, ADOBE 

ACROBAT™, CORELDRAW!, and MICROSOFT PUBLISHER™, are RGB-only 
graphic computer applications. In one preferred embodiment of the present invention, the 
system creates full color printing from nonstandard format project files using off-the- 
shelf but little known technology. In one preferred embodiment ADOBE ACROBAT™, 

25 PITSTOP™, QUITE IMPOSING PLUS™, and QUITE A BOX OF TRICKS™ are used. 
This list of programs is meant to be exemplary and is not meant to limit the scope of the 
invention. The printing service provider may examine the project file and remedy 
anything that would hinder the successful production of the piece. 
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Once the project file has been properly prepared, the printing service 
provider creates a proof of the prepared file 36. The proof is preferably created in a 
format specified by the customer, including but not limited to an ADOBE ACROBAT™ 
PDF file or a Web-based JPEG file. The proof is then submitted to the customer for 
5 approval 38. The proof may be submitted over an electronic communication medium 
such as an Internet Web site, e-mail, LAN, or WAN. Alternatively, the proof may be 
submitted in electronic format (on a disk or other storage medium) or hard copy through 
traditional delivery, including but not limited to ground-based mail delivery or air based 
mail delivery. 

10 If the customer selected electronic proofing over the Internet, in one 

preferred embodiment of the invention the proof is uploaded to a proofing server and an 
] 0 e-mail is sent to the customer along with his order number, encrypted password, and the 

u URL (Web address) of the proof. This allows the customer to enter a restricted area on 

the server, view his proof, and check for any problems he may have missed or that may 
i J! 1 5 have been inadvertently introduced by the file upload mechanism. 
T' The customer is then asked to approve the proof 39. FIGS. 1 1 and 12 

show one preferred method of allowing a customer to access, review, and approve the 
□ proof. If the proof is satisfactory, the customer communicates the approval to the printing 

I** service provider. FIG. 12 shows one preferred method of allowing a customer to 

! =3 20 communicate approval by selecting "print my job." This notifies the printing service 

provider automatically that the project file may be printed in its current form. But if the 
proof is not satisfactory, the printing service provider prepares and submits a new proof 
34, 36, 38. FIG. 13 shows one preferred embodiment of a form in which the customer 
electronically submits corrections. The form may allow the user to define a number of 
25 corrections 40 or changes or abort the process and redo the file 42. If only minor changes 
are needed, they are automatically appended to the customer job database and the 
requested changes are made 40. The customer may also choose to fix the job himself and 
submit a new order with a new file 42 if substantial changes are necessary. 
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The customer may also be asked to authorize payment for the printing at 
this time. One preferred method for authorizing payment is for the customer to enter a 
credit card number directly into an Internet Web site or through e-mail. The customer 
may also authorize payment using other methods, including but not limited to 
5 communicating a credit card number over a phone or fax line, paying through a line of 
credit, paying by check, paying by cash, or paying via an electronic monetary exchange 
system, such as CYBERCASH™ or WEBCHECK™. Authorizing payment may be done 
at any point in this system. For example, the customer may be asked to authorize 
payment prior to the printing service provider's preparation and submittal of the proof and 

10 in one preferred embodiment of the invention, the customer is charged a flat fee for 
handling the file examination and proof-generation stage. 

Upon the customer's approval of the proof, the printing service provider 
prints the finalized full color printing 44, 46. This preferably includes making imposed, 
color-separated film, which is used to make printing plates. In one preferred embodiment 

15 the file is first printed to ADOBE ACROBAT™ PDF format, using a special set of 

options that preserve the full resolution of all graphic elements and transfers all fonts used 
with it. This PDF is then imported into ADOBE'S ACROBAT™ Exchange program and 
checked for accuracy to the original layout. Upon satisfaction of the prepress technician, 
the file is imposed into printer spreads, using a plug-in program to EXCHANGE™ called 

20 QUITE IMPOSING™, by Quite Software, Ltd., Preps by ScenicSoft, or a similar 

program. This generates a new, imposed file, which is checked for accuracy. Then the 
separation stage begins. An add-on plug-in to EXCHANGE™ called 
CRACKERJACK™, by Lantana, may be used as a print engine for output to Prepress 
Solutions' PANTHERPLUS IMAGESETTER™. Other methods and software packages 

25 may be used to generate the high quality color-separated film that is then used for 
printing using traditional full color printing methods. 

Finally, the printing service provider delivers the final printing job to the 
customer 46. This will typically be performed through a ground-based or air-based 
delivery system. An optional feature of the present invention is the availability of order 
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status tracking. Order status tracking may be accessed by the customer from a link off 
the home page (FIGS. 2 and 8). The customer simply inputs an order reference number 
in order to receive the daily updated status of the production of his print job. During 
processing of the print job the order status may include such information as the 
production stage the job is in and the estimated shipping date. Upon completion and 
shipment of the print job, the order status tracking will indicate, for example, a UPS 
shipping number (if a ground-based delivery option was selected) and a convenient UPS 
shipment- tracking device. 

FIG. 14 shows an exemplary embodiment of a job ticket. Typically, job 
tickets are used in the printing industry to carry all the information required to complete 
the job at each stage of production as it moves through the manufacturing facility. In 
most shops, this job ticket is either manually filled in by a production planner, or 
generated by shop-management software and used internally at the printing company. 
Tickets are generally of a "fill in the blank" nature, where the blanks include customer 
name and contact information, quantity, dimensions, paper size, etc. In the present 
invention, the job ticket is completed by the Web server based on the configuration or 
specification options selected by the customer on the Web page. In one preferred 
embodiment, the job ticket is a "dynamically generated HTML page," that can be printed. 

The terms and expressions that have been employed in the foregoing 
specification are used as terms of description and not of limitation, without intending to 
exclude equivalents of the features shown and described or portions of them. The scope 
of the invention is defined and limited only by the claims that follow. 
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